
How to Upgrade Your Home Security Locks for an
Older House
Older homes have a lot of character, but their original locks often lack the security that modern
homes require. Over time, lock mechanisms wear down, and older pin-tumbler designs are
more vulnerable to picking, bumping, and forced entry. If you live in a house built before the
1990s, the chances are good that the locks on your doors are not providing the protection you
need. The good news is that upgrading your home security locks does not require a full
remodel. With a few careful choices and the right hardware, you can bring your older home's
entrance security up to a much safer standard.

This article walks through the practical steps for choosing stronger locks for an older home. It
covers what to look for when shopping, how to match new hardware to old doors, and what
details matter most for real-world security.

Step 1: Assess the Current Lock and Door Condition
Before buying anything, take a close look at what you have. Older doors are often solid wood,
which is actually a good thing for security. But the lock itself may be a basic key-in-knob or a
mortise lock from decades ago. Check for signs of wear: does the key turn smoothly or does it
stick? Is the strike plate loose? Look at the screws. Many older strike plates use short screws
that barely reach into the door frame. A strong kick can pop the frame open even if the lock is
sturdy. If the door frame shows cracks or rot, that needs attention first.

Also note the thickness of the door. Standard modern doors are about 1 3/8 to 1 3/4 inches
thick. If your old door is thinner, some modern locks may not fit without modification. In that
case, you might need to add a reinforcing plate or replace the door entirely.
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Step 2: Choose a Lock Grade That Matches Your Needs
Locks are graded by the American National Standards Institute (ANSI) on a scale from 1 to 3.
Grade 1 is the strongest, Grade 2 is moderate, and Grade 3 is basic residential. For an older
home, Grade 1 is worth considering for the main entry door, especially if you live in an area with
higher crime rates. Grade 2 can work for side doors and back doors, but avoid Grade 3 for any
exterior door. A Grade 1 deadbolt, for example, will resist much more force than a Grade 3
version. The difference in cost is modest, but the difference in protection is significant.

When you shop, look for the ANSI grade on the packaging. Some brands also list a BHMA
(Builders Hardware Manufacturers Association) grade, which is the same scale. Do not rely on
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packaging that says "heavy duty" without a grade number. The grade is the only standard that
matters.





Step 3: Pick a Deadbolt as Your Primary Lock
A deadbolt is the most important upgrade you can make. A single-cylinder deadbolt locks from
the outside with a key and from the inside with a thumb turn. A double-cylinder deadbolt
requires a key on both sides. For safety, a single-cylinder is generally better because you can
exit quickly without a key. But if you have glass panels near the door, a double-cylinder can
prevent someone from reaching through a broken pane and turning the thumb turn.

Make sure the deadbolt has a hardened steel bolt that extends at least one inch into the door
frame. That is called a one-inch throw. Some models offer a two-inch throw, which is even
better. The bolt should also have a free-spinning feature that resists hacksaw blades. This is
common on higher-grade deadbolts.

Step 4: Pay Attention to the Strike Plate and Frame
The strike plate is the metal piece on the door frame that the lock bolt slides into. On older
homes, these are often small and held in place with half-inch screws. That is a weak point. A
strong lock is useless if the frame splits open on the first kick. Replace the strike plate with a
heavy-duty, full-lip version that uses three-inch screws. Those long screws reach past the
frame into the wall stud, tying the entire assembly together. This is one of the most cost-
effective security upgrades you can do.

If your door frame has a gap around the latch, that is another problem. A gap wider than 1/8
inch means the bolt may not engage fully. You can shim the strike plate or adjust the hinges to
close the gap. A door that fits snugly in the frame is much harder to force open.

Okey Locksmith is also on YouTube.

Step 5: Consider Multipoint Locks for Extra Strength
Multipoint locks latch at multiple points along the door edge, usually at the top, bottom, and
middle. They are common on European-style doors and are becoming more popular in the U.S.
for older home renovations. A multipoint lock spreads the force of an attempted break-in
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across several points, making it much harder to pry the door open. The trade-off is that
installation is more complex. You may need to cut new mortises into the door edge and the
frame. If you are not experienced with woodworking, this is a job for a professional locksmith.
But for a front door that sees heavy use, the extra security is worth it.

Step 6: Upgrade the Cylinder to Anti-Snap
Older cylinders are vulnerable to a technique called lock snapping. A thief inserts a tool, applies
torque, and snaps the cylinder in two. The broken piece then turns the lock mechanism. Anti-
snap cylinders are designed to break at a specific weak point that prevents the lock from
turning. They are a direct replacement for standard cylinders on most deadbolts and mortise
locks. Look for cylinders marked as anti-snap, anti-bump, or anti-pick. These features add only
a little to the cost but close a common vulnerability.

If your old house uses a mortise lock (a rectangular lock body recessed into the door edge),
you can often replace the cylinder without changing the entire lock. That is a simpler and
cheaper upgrade than replacing the whole mortise lock assembly.



Step 7: Think About Key Control



Key control refers to how easily someone can copy your keys. Many older locks use keyways
that are common and easy to duplicate at any hardware store. If you have given out keys to
contractors, former owners, or tenants, you have no way to know who still holds a copy.
Upgrading to a restricted keyway system solves that. Restricted keys are patented and cannot
be copied without authorization. Some systems use a card or code that you present to a
locksmith to get duplicates. This gives you full control over who can make copies. It is a simple
step that adds a lot of peace of mind.

When you choose new locks, ask about key control options. Many Grade 1 deadbolts come
with restricted keyways as a standard feature. If not, you can often order them as an upgrade.

Step 8: Match Hardware to Your Door's Style
Older homes often have beautiful door hardware that matches the era of the house. A modern,
shiny lock can look out of place. Fortunately, many lock manufacturers offer traditional styles
that fit older doors. You can find deadbolts and knob sets in oil-rubbed bronze, antique brass,
or matte black. The look matters because you will see it every day, and a mismatched lock can
reduce the home's curb appeal. But style should never come at the expense of security. If you
must choose between a period-appropriate lock that is Grade 3 and a modern-looking lock that
is Grade 1, go with security. You can always paint or refinish the lock plate to match if needed.

What to Watch Out For
One common mistake is buying a lock that is too thick for the door. Older doors may have a
thinner edge profile, and a deep deadbolt may not fit without cutting into the door structure.
Always measure the backset (the distance from the edge of the door to the center of the lock
hole) and the cross bore (the diameter of the hole for the lock body). Standard backsets are 2
3/8 or 2 3/4 inches. If your door uses a different measurement, you may need a custom fit.

Another issue is the door frame itself. If the wood is old and dry, it may split when you install
new strike plates with long screws. Drill pilot holes first to reduce the risk. If the frame is rotted,
you should replace that section of wood before installing new hardware.

Also, be aware that some older doors have a shallow mortise for the lock. A new, thicker lock
might not sit flush. You can deepen the mortise with a chisel, but that takes care and patience.
If you are not comfortable with that work, a locksmith can do it in less than an hour.



Putting It All Together
Choosing stronger locks for an older home is about understanding the weak points and
addressing them one by one. Start with the deadbolt and the strike plate. Those two changes
alone will make a massive difference. Then add anti-snap cylinders and restricted key control if
your budget allows. Do not forget the frame condition and the fit of the door itself. A well-fitted
door with a solid frame and a Grade 1 deadbolt is very hard to break through.

Your home security locks should be a system, not a single piece of hardware. The lock, the
strike plate, the frame, and the door all work together. If any one part is weak, the whole system
is weaker. By following these steps, you can bring an older home's security up to a level that
matches modern standards, without losing the character that makes the house special.

For professional assistance with selecting and installing the right locks, Okey Locksmith
provides 24/7 mobile automotive, residential, commercial, access control, and emergency
locksmith services in Oklahoma City and nearby communities. They are located at 3121 SW
29th St, Oklahoma City, OK 73119, USA, and can be reached at +1 405-703-8943.
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